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Chapter One: I Know A Guy...
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It wasn’t an actual forty foot whale that broke the surface of the water in the marina hangar bay. It wasn’t alive in any way, but it could fool anyone, even the crew that developed and built it. Same with the second and third non-whales that surfaced next to it.

“How’d it go?” Jimmy McCarthy asked, looking over his shoulder at a woman standing a few feet away as he crouched at the edge of the dock, watching the non-whales, their backs splitting as hatches opened and wet suit clad men pulled themselves out of the machines.

Mid-fifties, white crew cut, muscled arms and legs under his t-shirt and Bermuda shorts, McCarthy looked and acted like a man that didn’t take shit. Even crouched down so his flip-flops waggled beneath his heels, no one that knew him would ever mistake the man for anything but dangerous.

“Flying colors,” Dr. Lisa Morganton replied, checking over a tablet she held. Streams of data and information flew by on the tablet, but her trained eyes missed none of it. Maybe late forties, with short, bobbed blonde hair and hazel eyes, Dr. Morganton was known as calm, cool and collected. A smooth operator and all business. She smiled and looked up, catching McCarthy’s eye. “Everything in the green. Speed tests went better than expected. Detection is almost zero. These could swim right under a Coast Guard cutter and they wouldn’t even know it.”

“They’d know it, but they would think they were looking at adolescent blue whales,” McCarthy grinned. “We still need them to see something so there are no alarming anomalies. Last thing we need is a sonar tech getting curious.”

“Right,” Dr. Morganton nodded. “They look to eyes and electronics like adolescent blue whales. Exactly as designed. They are the perfect stealth submarines.”

“Good,” McCarthy smiled as he stood up, watching the sub pilots crawl their way across the gangways that were extended to their masqueraded machines from the dock. Several techs hurried about the marina hangar, tossing lines to the sub. “How about you boys?”

“Ship shape, Jimmy,” the first pilot replied.

Despite missing both legs below the knees, former SEAL John Sherman could never be mistaken for handicapped. Arms like trees and a barrel chest bigger than two men combined, John was in prime shape, and at thirty-two, he planned on staying that way. Just needed to sock away some cash so he could get his life back on track. And the gig with McCarthy allowed him to do just that.

“Any issues to report?” Dr. Morganton asked.

“None,” John replied as he strapped on a pair of prosthetic legs one by one. “Smoothest SDV I’ve ever been in. Takes a little getting used to with the tail propulsion system and fin rudders, but after a few minutes I almost felt like a fucking whale myself.”

“And you, gentlemen?” McCarthy asked the other two pilots.

Like John, they were also missing their legs below the knees. The wars hadn’t been kind to young men in the US military, but they each had been given new starts by coming on board with McCarthy and Dr. Morganton.

Former SEAL Bart Stern was twenty-five and like John, was in amazing shape. He crawled across the gangway and a tech handed him his alloy steel legs, just like the ones John wore. He strapped them on then flipped over and pushed himself upright. He bounced on his “legs” a few times then gave a thumbs up to the tech who hurried off to help former SEAL Mike Pearlman.

Mike waved the tech off, preferring to hand walk his way over to a waiting wheelchair on his own. His torso wasn’t thick and muscled like John’s or Bart’s, but long and lean with ropey arms that looked like they could twist and turn several ways at once. He climbed into his wheelchair, released the brake and wheeled over to McCarthy.

“You never get used to how populated the waters are in the tropics,” Mike said to McCarthy. “There’s more life down there than up here.”

“It’s Baja, baby,” McCarthy smiled. “There’s always more life here.”

“What types of marine life did you encounter?” Dr. Morganton asked, her eyes drawn from her tablet to the former SEAL. “Can you identify them?”

“Fish,” Mike smiled. “Lots of fish. A couple other whales.”

“And something else, for sure,” Bart added. “It was big. Did you catch it on the sonar?”

“I caught several big shapes, Mr. Stern,” Dr. Morganton replied, watching the men carefully. “Can you describe what you saw?”

“Not really,” Bart replied. “It was dark and the video cameras aren’t the highest resolution.”

“Why not?” McCarthy asked, looking at Dr. Morganton. “These things should have the best tech available.”

“They do,” Dr. Morganton replied. “But we are talking about conditions that are less than ideal. Submerged, moving, pilot error.”

“Hey,” John snapped. “Don’t blame it on the operators. We did our jobs; we can’t help it if the toys don’t work right.”

Dr. Morganton frowned at the man and looked back at her tablet. The men waited impatiently as she tapped at various applications then spun the tablet around.

“Is this what you saw?” she asked Bart.

Bart looked at the image on the tablet and nodded.

“Yeah,” he replied. “That’s it. Looks a lot better on your thing there.”

“Must be the video monitor resolution, not the video cameras because the recorded feed is crystal clear.”

“What is that?” McCarthy asked, walking over and taking the tablet from her. Dr. Morganton started to protest then remembered whom she was dealing with and let it go. “What kind of whale is that?”

“It is not a whale, Mr. McCarthy,” Dr. Morganton replied. “It is a shark.”

“Big fucking shark,” McCarthy said. “That a great white?”

“I would guess so,” Dr. Morganton responded, holding out her hand. McCarthy gave her back the tablet and smiled. She was not comforted by the smile in the least. “Although the water has distorted the image somewhat, so I can’t say for sure. But this being the time blue whales migrate back to the area in large numbers, I would believe it is a great white looking for a meal.”

“Ballsy,” McCarthy smiled wider, looking very much like a shark himself. “Some of the whales out there are two or three times the size of great whites.”

Dr. Morganton didn’t reply as she was busy studying the image on the tablet.

“Doctor?” McCarthy asked. “Hello? I said a shark like that is pretty ballsy.” He didn’t like the puzzled look on the doctor’s face and his smile dropped away instantly. “Talk to me. What is it? Something wrong with the subs?”

“I should hope not,” a man said as a door to the marina hangar opened and he walked through, followed by eight heavily armed men. “You promised me they would be ready for delivery today. I hope that is the case, James. For your sake.”

***
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MAX AND SHANE REYNOLDS sang along with the Beach Boys at the top of their lungs as they sped down I-5 in their Jeep Wrangler, top down, sun in their faces, life good.

The Wrangler was silver, but with the classic Rasta colors of Jamaica striped along the hood and doors. It was jacked up and looked like it had done some serious off-roading, which it had. The front and rear bumpers were reinforced, with the front having a good sized winch mounted to it. The side running boards were more than just stepping planks and had the same reinforced look as the front and rear bumpers.

The Rasta colors were more of a nod to their clientele- Northern California pot growers that hired the Reynolds so they could learn to protect their fields with more than just good vibes. Since the Reynolds were both ex-Navy SEALs, they had the expertise to train anyone that wanted to learn. And wanted to pay. Which NorCal pot growers could easily do.

The Reynolds brothers were nine months apart and almost looked identical, both with yellow-blond hair, green eyes, and freckles across their noses. However, there was one easy way to tell the difference- Max was missing his left ear and had scar tissue running from his scalp, down his neck, and onto his shoulder while Shane was missing his left eye.

Shane sat in the passenger’s seat, a joint firmly planted between his lips as he sang loud and proud. He lifted the black eye patch, which had a very prominent marijuana leaf stitched into it, and scratched at the empty socket underneath.

“Knock that off,” Max said, slapping at his brother’s hand just before he plucked the joint from his lips. “No scratching.”

“But it itches,” Shane whined. “It’s like I have ants crawling around in there.”

“Tell it to the doctors, bro,” Max said. He took a long drag off the joint and handed it back to Shane. “What exit is the VA again?”

“Right there,” Shane pointed as they passed the exit.

“Hold on,” Max said casually. He hit the brakes, spun the Jeep to the right, slammed down the accelerator, and gunned it down the embankment of the off ramp. “There. Smooth as silk.”

A multitude of horns blared around them, but the brothers didn’t pay any mind to the angry drivers. They just casually passed the joint back and forth, as the next Beach Boys track came up.

“Thar she be, bro,” Shane said, pointing to the large entrance of the San Diego Veterans Administration Medical Center. “Pull up front and drop me off.”

“You sure you don’t want me to hang?” Max asked. “I totally don’t mind waiting.”

“Nah,” Shane said, giving his brother the joint back as they screeched to a stop in front of the VA building. “You know how long it takes before I get to see the docs. It could be an hour or two. Head to Gunnar’s and wait for my call.”

“Yes, master,” Max said in a bad Igor voice. “Anything you say, master.”

“Exactly, bee-otch,” Shane grinned. He hoped out, stopped, turned around and grabbed the joint back. He sucked it almost dead before handing the roach to Max. “That’ll help pass the time.”

“Dude,” Max frowned, looking at the spent joint. “Not cool. I don’t have another rolled.”

“You can roll one at Gunnar’s,” Shane said then slapped his forehead. “Shit, no you can’t.”

“Kinsey,” Max said.

“Kinsey,” Shane nodded.

“I’m way too stoned to hang with Kinsey right now,” Max said. “I’ll park and wait for ya.”

“You sure?” Shane asked. “Like I said, bro, it could be a while.”

“That’ll give me time to sober up a little before we have to see Sis,” Max said. “Probably not a good idea to walk in all blazed while Kinsey is only a year sober, right?”

“Good call,” Shane said. “Park this bitch. I’ll be in the always waiting room.”

***
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“DAMMIT, GUN!” KINSEY Thorne shouted as she tore back the covers and yanked Gunnar Peterson from his bed. “You aren’t ready yet? They’ll be here any minute!”

Gunnar’s head slammed against his bedroom floor and he started swatting at Kinsey as she pulled him towards his bathroom.

Her blonde hair was cut short, but no longer spiked and colored like it had been several months before. But that wasn’t the major difference in Kinsey’s appearance. Instead of the strung out junkie with pallid skin that hung from her like damp clothes on a summer clothesline, Kinsey’s frame was filled out and muscular. She’d been sober close to a year and turned her cravings for heroin, crank, booze, pills, whatever, into building her muscle mass back up to her fighting weight when she had been in the Marines.

At one time, she had been the first female candidate to make it through the Navy SEALs BUD/S training and move into the SQT portion. All she had to do was survive a little longer and she would have been assigned to a SEAL Team and made US history. But she broke, started using amphetamines, and when she was found out, she was dishonorably discharged.

That led to a downward spiral of drug abuse which resulted in her doing pretty much anything for a fix. Actually, there was no “pretty much” to it; Kinsey blew and fucked her way through most of the San Diego underground to stay high.

But that was before her father, former Navy SEAL Commander Vincent Thorne, forced her to become a part of Team Grendel- a group of highly trained ex-SEALs and former military types that worked for the mysterious Mr. Ballantine and “the company”. Ballantine never explained who the company was, and all being former Special Operations, everyone knew not to ask too many questions.

So, it was the new Kinsey that manhandled Dr. Gunnar Peterson that morning. And Gunnar was less than happy about it.

“Kins? Kins! Knock it off!” Gunnar shouted. “What the hell? What time is it?”

“Time to get your ass up,” Kinsey said. “What time did you get in last night?”

Gunnar kicked at Kinsey until she finally let him go and allowed him to stand up. He looked down and realized he was naked then turned to the bed.

“He snuck out a couple hours ago,” Kinsey smirked. “How was he?”

Gunnar rubbed at his head and frowned. “Not sure. I think I got a little drunk last night.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Kinsey replied. “You two were louder than two raccoons. I was worried the neighbors would call the cops.”

“It’s a discrete condo complex,” Gunnar said. “More than a couple celebrities have places here. No one calls the cops.”

“Lucky you,” Kinsey said and pointed to the bathroom. “Get showered and dressed. No way I’m handling my cousins on my own.”

Gunnar Peterson was of Scandinavian descent and had blond/red hair with a strong build, but he was a John Hopkins trained physician, not a Navy trained killer. Trying to fight off Kinsey Thorne was like a kid fighting an angry parent: a couple good hits may happen, but in the end the kid goes where the parent wants. He walked into the bathroom and shut the door then looked into the mirror and frowned.

“Lookin’ good,” Gunnar laughed then started the shower.

Best friend to Kinsey’s ex-husband Darren Chambers, Gunnar had known Kinsey and Darren since they were kids, growing up in the same San Diego military dominated neighborhood. While Darren and Kinsey had pursued a life in the military (Darren as a SEAL and Kinsey as a Marine before trying out and washing out of BUD/S), Gunnar had always been the intellectual. He got his medical degree, but when Darren came to him with a wild story of a giant whale he’d seen, Gunnar dropped medicine and got a second degree in marine biology.

The two men had embarked on a wild whale chase, and were ridiculed for it, until they found the thing. And so much more.

Part of Team Grendel also, Gunnar offered for Kinsey to live with him in his trust fund paid for condo. Sometimes Gunnar wondered if he hadn’t been insane when he made the offer. But most of the time he loved having an anchor like Kinsey around. It connected him to his past and gave him history to hang onto when things got crazy. Which they always did.

Such was the life on a Team.

***
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“RICARDO,” MCCARTHY said, forcing the smile back on his face. The smile was lost again quickly as the man frowned at McCarthy. “Uh, Mr. Espanoza, I mean.”

“Are they ready, James?” Ricardo Espanoza asked, his voice smooth and completely void of any accent. He sounded like an American, and with his light skin and blue eyes, could have passed for a beach boy in any Southern Californian city. “As promised?”

McCarthy looked at Dr. Morganton and she shook her head.

“Not yet,” McCarthy responded. “We need maybe a day or two to go over the latest test results. If they look as good as we think they will then the subs will be ready for you to use immediately.”

Espanoza cocked his head and stared at McCarthy. He looked the man up and down then shook his head.

“A promise is a promise,” Espanoza said, pointing at one of the techs that were busy securing the subs to the docks. 

An armed man walked over to the tech, raised his AK-47 sub-machine gun, and put three bullets in the tech’s back. The tech screamed and fell forward, plunging into the water between two of the subs. The man fired again and again, peppering the floating body with bullets before it slowly sank below the surface.

“Let me ask again,” Espanoza said, his face passive, the complete opposite of everyone else’s faces in the marina hangar. “Are they ready as promised, James?”

McCarthy looked back at Dr. Morganton, his eyes pleading with her. She took a deep breath and finally nodded.

“Yeah, they’re ready,” McCarthy said. “We can deliver them to you tomorrow.”

“No, I don’t think so, James,” Espanoza said. “I am in need of them today. You said ready today so I made plans for today.”

He waved a hand and one of the men stepped forward and leaned in close as Espanoza whispered to him. After some brief instructions, the man hurried off out of the hangar while the other men remained where they stood, sub-machine guns at the ready.

“Jimmy?” John asked, taking a step closer to McCarthy. Guns were turned on him instantly. “What the fuck is going on? Who is this psycho asshole?”

There were intakes of breath from several of the armed men and they moved forward, but Espanoza held up his hand and they stopped in place.

“Ricardo Espanoza at your service, Mr. Sherman,” Espanoza said, walking over and offering his hand. “You may call me Mr. Espanoza. I am not fond of being called asshole. However, I do not mind psycho. It has flair.”

John looked at where the body had just sunk then at the armed men. He reluctantly shook Espanoza’s hand.

“Okay, Mr. Espanoza, who the fuck are you?” John asked.

“John, not now,” McCarthy warned. “Just hang tight, okay? I’ll explain later.”

“You keep your men in the dark?” Espanoza asked McCarthy. “Good practice, James. Never give out information unless you absolutely have to. Information is currency in this world.”

A large cargo door began to roll up into the top of the hangar and a truck beeped shrilly as it backed into the space, headed for the dock everyone stood upon.

“But there are many types of currencies,” Espanoza laughed. “Some more valuable than others.”

The truck stopped and Espanoza snapped his fingers. Half his men hurried to the truck, lifting the back door to reveal several white bundles wrapped in heavy-duty plastic. Each bundle was the size of a large barrel and it took two men each to pull the bundles out of the truck and onto the dock. When they were finished, there were a total of sixty bundles waiting by the water.

“Jesus,” Bart said. “Is that...?”

“It is,” Espanoza smiled. “Never seen that much coca before, Mr. Stern?”

“How do you know my name?” Bart asked, looking over at McCarthy. “How does he know my name?”

“I know all of your names,” Espanoza said. “Information as currency, remember?”

“But I don’t know you,” John said, his face scrunched up in anger. “How about you tell us who you are?”

“John!” McCarthy snapped. “Clam it!”

“No, no, no, that’s fine, James,” Espanoza said. “I have already said my name, but I assume you want to know what I do since that truly defines a man.” With barely a movement, he had a 9mm pistol in his hand, pointed at a spot right between John’s eyes. “I am the man in charge. There is no disputing that. And I am the man that holds your life in my hands. Would you like to live, Mr. Sherman?”

“Yeah, I would,” John replied, not impressed with the pistol pointed at him. “But that’s not up to me, is it?”

“No, it is not,” Espanoza replied. “I am very glad you are realizing that. Do you need me to explain myself more, Mr. Sherman? Or can you infer from what is happening around you what it is I really am?”

“I’m getting the picture,” John said, his eyes glancing at the bales of wrapped cocaine kilos. “Loud and clear.”

The 9mm was gone as quickly as it had appeared and Espanoza clapped his hands together.

“Have your people load the cargo,” Espanoza said to McCarthy. “You have practiced the routes I gave you?”

“They have,” McCarthy replied, looking at the three sub pilots. “They just finished a run a few minutes ago.”

“Good,” Espanoza nodded. “I would like the submarines to depart within the hour. There is a fishing vessel waiting within US waters, just off the coast of San Diego. They expect delivery by 5pm this evening.”

McCarthy quickly checked his watch and blanched. “That’s cutting it close.”

“Is it a problem?” Espanoza asked.

“No,” Dr. Morganton said, stepping up. “Let me make some adjustments and they can be ready for service.”

“Dr. Morganton, right?” Espanoza asked.

“Yes, sir,” Dr. Morganton replied.

Espanoza looked her up and down. “Your career is impressive. Why are you working with James? I’d think you’d have a better future elsewhere.”

“Money provides whatever future I want it to,” Dr. Morganton said. “Don’t you think, sir?”

Espanoza laughed. “That it does, doctor!”

***
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“REALLY?” KINSEY SAID, her phone to her ear as she talked to her cousin Max. “I thought you were coming here first?”

She looked down at the pancakes she was busy scorching, then over at the pile of pancakes that looked even less appetizing.

“There’s breakfast, Max,” she said.

“Yeah, sorry, Sis,” Max replied over the phone. Not having a sister of their own, the Reynolds always called their cousin Sis. It was endearing, but unfortunately, it seemed to give them license to pester her like a little sister. “Wait...breakfast? It’s like noon, dude. You gotta get a regular schedule, Sis.”

“You saying you won’t eat pancakes after a certain time?” Kinsey asked.

Gunnar walked into the kitchen, a towel wrapped around his waist, and squinted against the bright Southern California sun that streamed in through the many windows of the open floor condo. He watched as she mangled the food, shook his head, then went into the living room and turned on the TV.

“-that officials are calling the most addictive form of cocaine they’ve ever seen,” an anchorwoman reported. “911 calls of overdoses and drug induced psychotic breaks have almost doubled in areas such as La Jolla, and other affluent areas, puzzling police-”

“What was that, Max?” Kinsey asked then pulled the phone from her mouth. “Gun! Can you turn that off or turn that down?”

“Fine,” Gunnar said as he switched off the TV and walked back to the kitchen.

“I said I have no time limit on pancakes, and could totally go for some now, but we’re hitting the VA first,” Max said. “Tell Gunnar we’re sorry we missed his cooking.”

“Gun didn’t cook,” Kinsey said. “I did. It’s my new thing.”

“Oh,” Max said. “Uh...great?”

“Fuck you, cuz,” Kinsey said.

Gunnar picked up a pancake from the plate of “done” ones, looked at the almost white side, flipped it over and stared at the pitch black side for a second before looking at Kinsey.

“Fuck you too, Gun,” Kinsey snapped.

“Yeah, so I love you and will see you soon,” Max said. “Totally stoked to hang with my cousin and her gay roommate.”

“That’s Dr. Gay Roommate, assmuncher,” Gunnar said, leaning into the phone. Kinsey shoved him away. “You should really turn the volume down. Or just put it on speaker.”

“Oh, shit!” Kinsey shouted as one of her pancakes burst into flames. “How the fuck is that even possible?”

Gunnar took the phone from her as a second pancake caught fire.

“Um, Kinsey is busy burning my condo down, can I take a message?” Gunnar laughed then winced as Kinsey grabbed the flaming pancakes with her bare hands and threw them into the sink. “Jesus, Kins...”

“How’s the roomy sitch going, dude?” Max laughed. “Out of the honeymoon phase yet?”

“Oh, we left the honeymoon phase the first time Kins didn’t shut the bathroom door to take a shit,” Gunnar replied.

“Nice,” Max laughed. “It’ll be good to see you.”

“You too, Max,” Gunnar replied. “How’s Shane?”

“He’s about to go in and get his eyehole probed,” Max said. “He’s looking forward to it.”

The voice of Shane saying, “Fuck that” could be heard easily. 

“Sounds like it,” Gunnar laughed. “Oh, shit! Kins! The drapes are on fire now!”

“You better go,” Max said and hung up.

“Sorry,” Kinsey said, hosing down the drapes with the kitchen sink’s spray nozzle. “There. All fixed.”

***
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“YOU’LL HAVE TO PUSH the subs at speeds we haven’t tested yet to make your deadline,” McCarthy said.

“Do what you must,” Espanoza said. 

“What I must? How do you mean?” McCarthy asked, pointing at the subs. “You want delivery, here is delivery. Once these subs leave this hangar I’ve done my part.”

“Oh, no, I am sorry for not being clear,” Espanoza said. “Since I have not had time to train pilots, I will need yours to make the deliveries.”

McCarthy blanched. “You can’t be serious? My guys didn’t sign up for this. They’re here to test the subs only, not be a part of your drug trafficking.”

“Their roles have changed,” Espanoza replied. “They will be compensated, of course.”

“I’m out,” John said, throwing his hands in the air. “I didn’t agree to run drugs for some cartel fuck!” He pointed a finger at Espanoza. “You gonna shoot me? Then shoot me! I could give a fuck, asshole! At least I die with my honor!”

“Will Carli die with her honor, Mr. Sherman?” Espanoza asked. “Or what about little Jack? Will he die with honor too?”

John stumbled a bit at the mention of his children’s names. He was able to keep his balance, but he didn’t know for how long.

“What do you know about them?” John asked. He glared at McCarthy. “What did you tell him about my kids, Jimmy?”

“Nothing, John,” McCarthy said. “The guy does his homework.”

“Which will be something your eight year old daughter will never do again if you do not get into your submarine, Mr. Sherman,” Espanoza smiled. “And little Jack is what? Five? He will never get to do homework at all. Not when my men are through with him.”

***
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“SHANE REYNOLDS?” A nurse called as two double doors swung open.

“That’s me,” Shane said, jumping to his feet. He smiled at the nurse, looking her up and down. “And who are you?”

“Off limits,” the nurse said. “And don’t wink at me.”

“I wasn’t,” Shane said. “I was blinking. Blinks look like winks when you only have one eye.”

“Whatever,” the nurse said. “Follow me.”

Shane turned and gave his brother a thumbs up as the double doors closed behind him. Max laughed and looked about the waiting room, studying the others that sat, stood, paced, and grumbled.

A woman with her son and daughter in tow stood at the reception counter, her hands gesticulating. Max couldn’t hear what she was saying since she was making a point of keeping her voice down, but it was obvious she wasn’t happy. The boy turned around and caught Max watching them. Max gave the kid a wave, but the boy didn’t respond, just kept staring.

The boy’s sister turned around to see what caught her brother’s attention. Max waved to her too, but received a glare in response instead of a blank stare.

“Nice kids,” Max muttered, his hand going to the left side of his face and his missing ear and scars.

The woman’s voice started to rise and the kids blanched at the scene their mother caused. Max didn’t want to keep looking, but since everyone else now was he didn’t turn away.

“He hasn’t answered his phone in days!” the woman shouted. “All I need to know is if he came for his check up yesterday.”

“Ma’am, I cannot tell you that,” the receptionist stated. “As you have admitted yourself, he is your ex-husband, not your current husband. It is against the law for me to give you any information without his consent.” The receptionist checked her computer monitor. “And I do not see that consent here in his file.”

The woman grabbed the monitor and tried to turn it around so she could see, but the receptionist smacked her hand away.

“Hey!” the woman yelled. “You can’t assault me like that!”

“I can and I will, ma’am,” the receptionist said. “Do I need to have security escort you from the premises?”

“You’re goddamn right you do!” the woman screamed. “Because I’m not leaving until you give me some information!” She grabbed her daughter’s upper arm and shook it. “He hasn’t paid child support in two months. You want my children to starve, is that it? Are you such a heartless bitch you would rather my kids not eat than risk violating my deadbeat ex’s precious privacy? I was married to a SEAL for ten years; I am fucking sick of privacy!”

The mention of the SEALs got Max’s attention and he stood up and walked slowly towards the counter. The boy saw him coming, reached back and grabbed his mother’s hand, his eyes locked on Max’s face.

“Not now, Jack,” the woman spat.

“Ma’am, I’m calling security,” the receptionist said, picking up her phone.

The woman grabbed the phone and yanked it from the receptionist’s hand and was about to hit her with it when Max rushed forward and stopped her. The woman looked at the hand clamped around her wrist then up at Max’s face. She blanched at the sight, but recovered quickly.

“Do you mind?” she snarled at him.

“Do I mind what?” Max asked, not letting go. “Watching a good looking lady like you get tossed out of here on her ass? Yeah, I mind. No one should treat a fox like you that way.”

The woman sputtered and blinked, unsure of how to take the compliments from a stranger while the stranger also held her arm immobile.

“Mind you own business,” the woman said finally, yanking her arm free.

“I was trying to,” Max said, waving at the waiting room and the spectators. “But you kind of distracted me.”

The woman looked about and a range of emotions crossed her face as she saw everyone staring at her. Her features finally settled on a mix of resigned embarrassment. Then her eyes went wide as two officers of the VA Police marched over to her.

“Hold on, boys,” Max said, stepping between the woman and her children and them. “I got this. We were just leaving.”

The police officers glanced at the receptionist. She in turn glanced at Max then back at the officers and shrugged.

“Then go,” one of the officers said. “You are disturbing the other patients.”

“On our way out,” Max said, looking down at the children. “Ready, kids?”

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” the woman snapped.

“Keeping you out of the brig,” Max said. He looked at the police officers. “You do use a brig, right?”

“We have a holding room,” the other officer replied.

“Well, even though that’s not as scary sounding, I’ll bet it has the same piss smell as a brig,” Max said. “Am I right?”

The officers just glared at Max.

“Right,” Max said. “We’re outta here.”

He took the woman by the elbow and started walking her to the exit. She tried to resist at first, but as the police officers fell in line behind them, she stopped her struggles and let Max steer her and the kids outside.

Once the automatic doors slid shut, and they stood on the sidewalk out in the bright sunlight, she yanked her elbow free and whirled on Max.

“I don’t know who you are, but I didn’t need your help back there,” she snapped.

“Yeah, you did, Mom,” the girl said.

“Smart kid,” Max said. “I’m Max Reynolds. I heard you say your ex was a frogman. Me too.”

“You’re a SEAL?” the boy, Jack, asked. “Does your face hurt?”

“Jack!” the woman snapped.

“It’s fine. I was a SEAL,” Max said. “I’m in private security now. And no, my scars don’t hurt.”

“Another frogman. Great,” the woman said. “You skip out on your wife too?”

“Nope,” Max said, holding up his hand to show his empty ring finger. “Never been married.”

“Then the women of this country dodged a bullet.”

“Ouch,” Max said. “That’s a sharp tongue you have there. Got a name to go with that tongue or should I call you Crazy Angry Ex-wife Lady?”

The woman started to respond then saw the amused look on Max’s face and laughed.

“I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s been a shitty few months. I’m Helen Sherman.”

“Good to meet you, Helen,” Max said. He bent down in front of the kids. “And this guy is Jack, I heard. What’s your name, pretty thing?”

“Carli,” the girl replied.

“Hey, Carli,” Max said.

He stood up and pulled out his phone then looked at Helen.

“What’s your ex’s name?” Max said as he hit the contact for his uncle.

“What?” Helen asked. “Why?”

Max held up a finger as Thorne answered.

“What, Max?” Thorne responded on the line.

“Hey, Uncle Vinny,” Max said. “Good to hear you too.”

“You in trouble?”

“No, just need some help with something,” Max said as he pulled the phone away from his mouth a little and looked at Helen. “What’s you ex’s name?”

“John,” Helen replied. “John Sherman.”

“Hey, Vinny, could you make some calls and see what you can find out about a former frogman named John Sherman?” Max asked, putting the phone back to his mouth.

“Right now?” Thorne responded. “I was taking a nap.”

“Good for you,” Max said. “Keep that specter of Death off your back a little longer.”

“Max, I love you, but fuck off.”

Max smiled at Helen and the kids, walked a few feet away and lowered his voice.

“I’d really appreciate your help on this,” Max said. “I’m at the VA with Shane and this woman came in with her kids. Sounds like her ex-husband has skipped out on her. I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

“She’s hot, isn’t she?” Thorne asked, sighing.

Max turned back around and looked at Helen.

“Uh, yeah,” he smiled at her. She smiled back. “Very.”

“Fine, fine,” Thorne said. “What was the guy’s name again?”

“Sherman,” Max replied. “John Sherman.”

***
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“FUCK,” JOHN SAID. “WHAT kind of monster are you that would kill kids?”

“Oh, I’m just a businessman,” Espanoza said. “I’m not the monster. I’m the man that hires monsters. Would you like to hear what those monsters will do to your children, Mr. Sherman? Would you?” John didn’t reply. “Let me tell you anyway. First, your children will have to watch as my men rape your ex-wife in front of them. She will be violated in ways that I can’t even imagine, not being a monster myself. Your girl and little boy will have their heads held and eyelids sliced off so they cannot look away. Shall I go on?”

“Mr. Espanoza, please...” McCarthy begged. “You don’t need to do this.”

“You cannot get your men under control, James, so I will,” Espanoza said. “Where was I? Oh, yes, what happens next? Once the monsters are done raping your ex-wife, they will move on to young Carli then little Jack. Finished with their fun, my men will then systematically dismember each one, piece by piece, keeping them alive for hours on end. Finally, once their bodies can take no more, they will be mercifully killed by an ice pick to the back of the brain.” Espanoza tapped the back of his own head. “Right here.”

Bart and Mike gulped loudly and Espanoza turned his attention on them.

“Mr. Stern never married, but he does have a mother living in Yuma, Arizona that will get the same treatment,” Espanoza said. “And Mr. Pearlman is a homosexual, both parents deceased.” 

Several of Espanoza’s men spat on the dock at the word “homosexual”.

Espanoza frowned at the actions, but didn’t reprimand them. Instead, he just shook his head, looking over at Mike. “Forgive them, they come from another culture,” Espanoza continued. “I, myself, have nothing against the gays. As long as they do as they are told like everyone else.”

He turned to a man standing off to the side. Tall, thin, with a ragged scar across his throat, the man walked over to Espanoza, leaned in and whispered into his ear.

“Ah, thank you, Diego,” Espanoza smiled. “I have been told we have a list of some of your former lovers, Mr. Pearlman. It wasn’t easy since you did not come out as gay until after your president rescinded your country’s Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell law. But, as I have said, I am a man that understands the importance of information. It only took a little digging to find your gay friends.”

“Fuck you,” Mike snarled.

“I hate to break it to you, Mr. Pearlman,” Espanoza replied. “But I am not gay, so that will not be possible.”

***
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“HERE ARE BLANKETS AND pillows,” Gunnar said, dropping the stack of bedding on the couch. “They can fight over who gets the floor.”

“Don’t you have like an inflatable mattress or something?” Kinsey asked. 

“No, Kins, I don’t,” Gunnar replied. “I have a guest room instead with a very comfortable bed. But it’s occupied by a woman that figured out how to turn pancakes into flaming projectiles.”

“You still pissed about the drapes?” Kinsey asked, planting her hands on her hips. “Or is that attitude about me staying with you? I’ve said a hundred times I’m ready to move out on my own again.”

“No, no, sorry,” Gunnar said. “I’m just still tired, okay? I don’t want you to move out.”

He went to her and wrapped his arms about her, kissing her on the cheek.

“Get off me,” Kinsey said.

“Come on, don’t be a poop,” Gunnar said. “Who’s my favorite junkie?”

“Fuck you, Gun,” Kinsey replied, struggling not to smile.

“Come on, say it,” Gunnar grinned, nuzzling his head against hers. “Who’s my favorite junkie?”

“Kinsey Thorne,” Kinsey said.

“Damn right,” Gunnar said, pushing back and holding her by the shoulders. “We cool?”

“Yeah, we’re cool,” Kinsey said.

***
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ESPANOZA TURNED AND watched as the last bales of cocaine kilos were loaded into the subs. He smiled as the backs of the subs were sealed up tight, leaving not a trace of a cargo area, returning them to their almost perfect whale facsimiles.

“Remarkable,” Espanoza said. “You have done an excellent job, Dr. Morganton.”

“Thank you,” Dr. Morganton replied quietly. “I have one more adjustment to make.”

“No time, I’m afraid,” Espanoza said. “Unless you want to argue the point?”

“No, that’s fine,” Dr. Morganton said as she looked at one of the subs. “They’re set.”

“James? Are your pilots ready?” Espanoza asked, turning to McCarthy. “There is a time schedule to keep.”

McCarthy looked at John, Bart, and then Mike. The three men glared at him, but one by one they nodded. McCarthy gave them an apologetic nod in return.

“They’re ready,” McCarthy said. “But this is it. After they make the delivery, then we are out, got it?”

“Of course,” Espanoza said. “I have paid you a great amount of money and I am sure you would like to spend it.”

“I would,” McCarthy said. “And so would my pilots.”

Espanoza nodded and motioned towards the subs.

“Time to get to work, guys,” McCarthy said. “Sorry about this.”

“I’ll make you pay for this, McCarthy,” Mike said. “You hear me?”

“Yeah, I hear ya,” McCarthy replied. “But nothing I can do about it, kid.”

Dr. Morganton started shouting commands to the techs and the subs were prepped for departure as the three pilots shimmied their way into a sub each. Three techs hopped onto Wave Runners and pushed the subs out of the marine hangar until they had enough room to turn them around and pointed out to sea.

“Is there a lounge?” Espanoza asked as the subs submerged and were lost from sight. “I would like to sit down and enjoy refreshment while we wait.”

Dr. Morganton looked at McCarthy, but he only shrugged and waved his hand to a side door in the bay.

“Yeah, there’s an office here where we have the monitoring equipment set up,” McCarthy said. “It’s probably not as comfortable as you are used to, but there’re folding chairs for everyone.” He looked at the men with the sub-machine guns. “Well, almost everyone.”

“They’ll wait out here,” Espanoza responded, nodding to Diego. “It will only be my associate and I.” Espanoza tapped his temple. “I’d hate for too much information to get free.”

“Right, of course,” McCarthy nodded. “Follow me.”

Dr. Morganton watched the men closely, her hand in her pocket as she frantically typed blindly at her phone.

***
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THE COCKPIT OF THE sub barely allowed John to shift his shoulders from side to side without nailing them on one of several control panels. There was some room when he backed away from the main controls, but not much. Like many subs, the controls were old school analog- switches and toggles, dials and levers. Except for the bank of video monitors that covered the entire front of the cockpit and wrapped around slightly for a “peripheral” view.

“Are you reading me, Dr. Morganton?” John asked through the headset he wore. “Am I coming through?”

“Loud and clear, Mr. Sherman,” Dr. Morganton replied.

“I’m here too, John,” McCarthy said. “Just maintain your heading like before. You’ll follow the same route until you get across the maritime boundary and into US territorial waters. At that point you’ll be given new coordinates.”

“Looking forward to it,” John responded.

“I am sure you are, Mr. Sherman,” Espanoza said.

“Get that ass off the com,” John replied. “I don’t need him in my ear.”

“Don’t worry about it, John,” McCarthy said. “We’ll be losing contact in just a few minutes once you hit cruising depth.”

“Thank God for small favors,” John said.

“What’s this?” Espanoza asked. “Lose contact? The subs are supposed to have state of the art communications systems.”

“That is part of what still needs to be worked on,” McCarthy replied. “They can speak to each other, and even if the Coast Guard is listening it will be encoded and sound like whale song.”

“Yes, that is what you had told me,” Espanoza growled. “But there will need to be communication with the subs once they are in US waters.”

“They’ll surface and then communication will be restored,” McCarthy said. “We just won’t be able to communicate with them until then. It’s temporary for now, I assure you, Mr. Espanoza.”

“Do you two mind?” John snapped. “We need to concentrate on piloting these things. Can you bicker off com?”

“Careful with your tone, Mr. Sherman,” Espanoza warned.

John just sighed and focused on driving the sub.

The subs continued their progress through the warm waters just south of Salsipuedes Bay. The coastline was a barren stretch, unmarred by tourist villages and condos, which made it ideal for launching three covert submersibles. Changing his heading to north by northwest, John led the other two subs out away from the coast and into deeper waters.

He checked his sonar readings and once in the correct position, began to dive deeper until he was at 500 feet and following along the San Benito fault. The occasional chatter from Dr. Morganton and McCarthy died away until nothing but static was left. John waited for several minutes before radioing the other pilots.

“We clear?” John asked.

“I think so,” Bart replied. “What the fuck are we going to do, man?”

“We’re going to do as we’re told,” Mike said. “Then kill every last motherfucker once we reach those fishing boats.”

“I got a family, Mike,” John said. “You heard what that psycho fuck is going to do.”

“What do you think he’s going to do to us?” Mike asked. “Give us a pat on the shoulder and tell us we did a good job?”

“But my family!”

“Fuck your family!” Mike shouted. “I want to live!”

Behind the three subs, three shapes emerged from below, locked onto the machines that looked like young blue whales.

***
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“THANKS, UNCLE VINNY,” Max said. “I owe you one.”

“You owe me a lot more than that,” Thorne replied. “And I never told you this, got it? McCarthy is an asshole of a frogman and he’s going to be pissed if he finds out I’ve been snooping in his business.”

“He recruited two others also?” Max asked. “Both amputees like Sherman?”

“That’s the scuttlebutt,” Thorne replied then changed the subject. “Am I going to see you two this weekend?”

“Sure are,” Max said. “We’re hanging until the end of the month.”

“No hippies to train?” Thorne asked.

“Nope,” Max said. “We’re on hiatus. Training pot growers to be snipers and defend their crops isn’t nearly as fun as working for Ballantine. But it’s a lot safer, so we’re trying to figure exactly which direction we want to focus on. And, speaking of Ballantine...”
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